Forearm bone density in primary hyperparathyroidism: long-term follow-up with and without parathyroidectomy.
The long-term effects of primary hyperparathyroidism (PHPT), whether treated or untreated, on cortical bone are unclear, but the balance of evidence suggests that fracture risk is modestly increased in this patient group. We therefore compared changes in forearm cortical bone mineral density (BMD), at the site most relevant for PTH-mediated bone loss, in two groups of patients with PHPT; one with and one without surgery. We followed the course of forearm bone mineral/bone width (BM/BW, g/cm2) measured by single-energy photon absorptiometry at the standard proximal site, and Z-scores (deviations from the mean value expected for age, sex and race, calculated from a large local reference population) in 108 patients who underwent successful surgery (mean duration 47 months, range 12-120 months) and 108 who remained unoperated (mean duration 52 months, range 12-132 months). Criteria for recommending surgery had been formulated in 1975 and were generally similar to those of the NIH consensus conference published in 1991. At the time of diagnosis the Z-score was significantly reduced in both groups, indicating an earlier period of accelerated cortical bone loss. In the entire operated population there was no difference between the initial and final BM/BW. As the age-expected mean value declined, the Z-score became significantly less negative, and if the rate of change remained constant the values would have reached zero, indicating recovery of all bone lost as a result of the disease, after about 20 years. In the unoperated patients BM/BW fell significantly but there was no change in Z-score, indicating that the rate of bone loss was the same as expected for normal ageing. It is reasonable to assume that cessation of further bone loss consequent on successful parathyroid surgery would eventually lead to abatement of the excess fracture risk, but the benefit to individual patients will depend mainly on their remaining life expectancy.